Writing Center Journal
Volume 26

Issue 1

Article 7

1-1-2006

Writing Center Assessment: Why and a Little How
Isabelle Thompson

Follow this and additional works at: https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/wcj

Recommended Citation
Thompson, Isabelle (2006) "Writing Center Assessment: Why and a Little How," Writing Center Journal:
Vol. 26 : Iss. 1, Article 7.
DOI: https://doi.org/10.7771/2832-9414.1592

This document has been made available through Purdue e-Pubs, a service of the Purdue University Libraries.
Please contact epubs@purdue.edu for additional information.

Thompson: Writing Center Assessment: Why and a Little How

Writing Center Assessment: Why and a Little How

by Isabelle Thompson
Why should writing centers embrace rather than simply comply with external
mandates for assessment? As all of us know, writing center directors are already
overwhelmed with duties, and any free time needs to be spent on improving our
services and training our tutors, not facing the "math anxiety" brought about by col-

lecting and analyzing assessment data. Even more important, many of us may
equate externally mandated assessment with external accountability to conservative
institutions not particularly supportive of our process-based pedagogy. My purpos-

es are to argue that writing centers should move beyond mere compliance with
externally mandated assessment and to describe a very general plan for beginning
to expand our assessment efforts. To fulfill our daily responsibilities, writing center

directors spend most of our time being concerned about the services offered in our

centers - from tutoring students ourselves, to handling complaints from faculty
members or students, to training tutors. Routine assessment allows us to move
beyond our daily concerns so that we can consider our services from a more global
perspective and better plan improvements or justify what is currently done.

At least four benefits of externally mandated assessment for writing centers are
apparent:

• Externally mandated assessment can make our effectiveness visible to administrators and, hence, increase our power and prestige on campus.

• Assessment involves our centers in a constant process of data collection and
analysis and, hence, can enhance writing center research.

• The on-going collection and analysis of data increases the opportunities for
reflective practice and brings reflection to the forefront of daily activities.

• Routine assessment is the intelligent, professional, and ethical thing to do.
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These four benefits are not exclusive. They all derive from the same set of activities and from each other.

I begin discussion of externally mandated assessment for writing centers with a

description of each benefit and then include a brief history of student outcomes
assessment, as mandated by accrediting agencies. Most of this article discusses how

to develop an assessment plan. It describes the current assessment measures used
most often by writing centers - use counts and satisfaction surveys, both of which
provide important information about how our services are received by the students

and faculty we support. I argue that, although use counts and satisfaction surveys
are important and should be continued, writing centers also need to develop measures of student learning. Throughout, I include examples from Auburn University's
English Center, the writing center I direct.1

Power, Research , Reflective Practice , and Professionalism
The four mutually reinforcing benefits of our participation in externally mandat-

ed assessment are the opportunities to make our effectiveness visible on campus, to

expand our research agendas, to immerse ourselves in reflective practice as a daily
habit, and to honor our professional obligations to our funders and to ourselves.

The Opportunity to Make our Effectiveness Visible. In the special issue of
The Writing Center Journal devoted to discussion of the future for writing centers at

the beginning of the 21st century, Joan Mullin and Albert C. DeCiccio, editors at
that time, asked several well-known writing center researchers about our continu-

ing viability in the academy and the research community. Responses to the questions indicated that assuming we had ever been viable on our campuses (Brannon
and North) or in our research (Kail) may be a mistake. Two other more recent articles published in Composition Studies point out that writing centers are marginalized

not only among other entities on campus but also within composition studies gen-

erally (Lerner "Punishment"; Rohan). It is not difficult to find discussions of the
low status and the lack of power writing centers have in their home institutions, in

composition studies, and in the academy at large.
In her article in the millennial issue of The Writing Center Journal, appropriately

titled "Preparing to Sit at the Head Table," Muriel Harris hopes that writing centers can become "recognized campus leaders whose vision of how learning environments should be structured has come to dominate educational thinking" (13). To
achieve Harris's goal, writing centers must point to the value of our services and our

effectiveness. Externally mandated assessment gives us that opportunity. By avoiding assessment altogether or by allowing our services to be assessed along with the
34 Writing Center Assessment: Why and a Little How
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writing programs we support, our effectiveness becomes invisible. To make our
effectiveness known, we need to conduct meaningful assessments that focus on
writing center services.

Telling the story of his 2 5 -year involvement with assessment of composition

programs, Edward M. White points to the practical benefits of taking control of
assessment and the perceptions that come from assessment: Perceptions "determine resources... for everything from new duplicators to faculty positions" ("The
Opening" 306). In an earlier article, White equates gaining control over assessment
with defining "what is valued in education" ("Power" 9), hence influencing institu-

tional goals while defining programmatic ones. Also emphasizing the power of

assessment, Brian Huot equates assessment with "progressive social action"
because of its power "to disrupt existing social order and class systems" (7). White
and Huot both clearly believe that the power from institutional and societal "naming" deriving from assessment extends far beyond its possibility to improve student

learning - in itself a good justification for conducting assessments. Assessment can
lead writing centers to gain the power to define ourselves and to extend and revise
our services. This power to choose derives not from the fear that if we do not take
charge of our own assessment, someone will do it for us (Mullin) but from the confidence that our services are important to the university community and that writ-

ing centers are worth even larger investments of revenue and attention.

I learned early in my experience as a writing center director the power-building

benefit of assessment. Although the English Department at Auburn University
established a writing center in the late 1960s, few funds had been invested, and the

English Center, as it came to be called, was staffed by graduate teaching assistants,

who were not trained and barely supervised. When Auburn University, like most
other universities, instituted a large English core required for graduation, use of the

English Center increased, and the Department Head decided that the graduate
teaching assistants needed more supervision. At that time - almost 10 years ago faculty members in English were not willing to invest Department funds on devel-

oping student support services. The Department Head finally convinced the
faculty to try a "pilot" year and allowed me to direct the Center. It was clear that I

had to demonstrate the worth of the English Center services to my colleagues. The
best way I knew to justify our existence was to collect usage data and conduct student and faculty satisfaction surveys. The assessment publicized the large increase
in use during the one-year pilot and the high levels of satisfaction from both facul-

ty and students. The result was that the English Center became a permanent unit
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in the English Department and has been allowed to continue developing student
support services in reading and writing.
I presented the usage data and results of the surveys in internal grant proposals
and conversations with the Dean and the Provost. As a result of its reputation, the
Center received additional funding - expanding in size to take in the classroom next

door, receiving new carpet and furniture, and becoming a focus of technological
innovation. As use of English Center services increased to full capacity, I have been

allowed great latitude in deciding how English Center services will be delivered one-to-one tutorials in the Center, not in dorms and not exclusively through the

Internet - and to whom - primarily undergraduates, with special concern for
underprepared native-English speakers. Although I was hesitant at first and resent-

ful at having to conduct an assessment, while the established programs in English
did not, the benefits have been substantial: the English Center now "sit[s] at the
head table" in the English Department (Harris) along with the high-status undergraduate major and graduate student programs. Moreover, all of the programs in
English are now required to conduct routine assessments. Our regional accrediting
agency, SACS (Southern Association of Colleges and Schools), expects assessment
data from all units on campus to be available, and Auburn has established a unit, the

Office of Institutional Research and Assessment, to ensure compliance.

Opportunity to Enhance Our Research: Besides being an area of research
itself, assessment brings to the forefront important topics and questions for investi-

gation (Huot). Our assessment plans are likely derived from research and, hence,
will return to inform future research. In fact, it is difficult sometimes to distinguish

assessment from research. Published in Assessing Writing, Teresa Th onus 's recent

study of writing center tutorials exemplifies this connection between assessment
and research. The purpose of the study was to determine the characteristics of a

"successful" writing center tutorial so that other tutorials might be evaluated
according to the presence or absence of these characteristics. Taping tutorial sessions with six native and six non-native speakers of English, Thonus identified some

linguistic features of the tutorials through using conversational analysis techniques.
Then, she interviewed both the tutor and the student in each tutorial to determine
the tutorial's "success." In later interviews, Thonus asked the tutors and students to

identify behaviors that they thought contributed to the success of the tutorials.
Based on the conversational analysis and the responses in the interviews, Thonus
was able to identify 10 attributes that appeared "necessary but not sufficient condi-

tions for the success of tutorials in pier writing center] context" ("Tutor" 126).
36 Writing Center Assessment: Why and a Little How
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Along with providing information useful for evaluating future tutorials, Thonus's

study increases our knowledge about what goes on in tutorials and how students
respond to tutors' behaviors. The data collection methods she uses to identify the

attributes - taping sessions and interviewing - are common in writing center
research. In fact, Thonus has published a similar study, also from her dissertation

research, in The Writing Center Journal ("Triangulation"). Interestingly, Thonus
does not use direct measures of student learning in her study. Instead her view of

"successful" tutorials equates with student and tutor satisfaction. Having to settle
for satisfaction as an outcome equivalent to success in tutorials demonstrates the

importance of developing measures of student learning to push forward both
assessment planning and research in writing centers.

The Opportunity to Increase Reflective Practice: The natural ebb and flow
of data collection and analysis required for assessment foregrounds reflective prac-

tice (Schon), what Brian Huot refers to as a "two-way movement that can also be

called dialectic" (168). According to Stephen D. Brookfield, reflective practice
requires teachers to be researchers rather than interpreters or implementers of
research conducted by others: "Through continuous investigation and monitoring
of their own efforts," teachers, and by implication writing center directors and
tutors, can develop their own "contextually sensitive theories of practice rather
than importing them from the outside" (215). Unlike researchers gathering large
amounts of data for quantitative analysis, reflective practitioners focus their data
collection and analysis - their testing of the assumptions of their practice - primarily on individuals or small groups of students. With our primary service consisting

of one-to-one tutorials, this emphasis on individual "cases" makes reflective practice particularly relevant and appropriate for writing centers.

Our assessment plan can act as a frame to give shape to the "messy problems" of

daily practice and to encourage focus on certain activities. It can also provide a
process for reflection. Hence, learning through observing and reflecting on prac-

tice becomes an organized building process, rather than simply trial and error
(Hillocks). Although I am responsible for collecting the use counts and for administering the surveys, the English Center tutors all participate in determining ques-

tions to ask and interpreting survey responses. During our first few years of
operation, when our growth was very rapid, the tutors requested weekly reports on

use, a cause for celebration but also a chance to determine which times during the
semester are the busiest.

The Opportunity to Fulfill Our Professional Responsibilities: In order to
achieve professional status, writing centers have to assume the responsibilities
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required of other units on campus and in the academic community generally. We
have to show that our services are effective through data collection and analysis
rather than simply through anecdotes, even though anecdotes offer great stories of
our successes. We need to demonstrate to ourselves and to others that the funds we

receive are well spent. With the freedom of choice that comes from the power to
develop and direct our own services comes the responsibility to constantly question
and improve those services. Assessment is beneficial for writing centers because it
leads us to assume the professional and ethical behaviors important not just for writ-

ing centers but for all of higher education.

The next section provides a brief history of the accelerating demand for assessment and the limited response of writing centers so far. It will focus on student out-

comes assessment, the current form of assessment mandated by most accrediting
agencies. Student outcomes assessment emphasizes student learning and development rather than relying on faculty credentials or campus resources as indicators of

academic excellence ( Jacobi, Astin, and Ayala; Paloma and Banta). For writing centers, this type of assessment requires us to demonstrate that students who use our
services improve as writers.

Externally Mandated Assessment and Writing Centers : A Brief History
Student outcomes assessment allows units and the university as a whole to docu-

ment effectiveness through a systematic process of setting goals and objectives
(intended outcomes) and then measuring the attainment of those goals and objectives (actual outcomes). It is prescribed by accrediting agencies to provide results

used "for continuous improvement" (WEAVE 2), but it is often associated with
external accountability rather than internal improvement. Student outcomes assess-

ment is the most recent version of large-scale externally mandated assessments
based on learning objectives. These objectives-based assessments began in the early
1900s with educational testing research by E. L. Thorndike. One of the earliest and

probably the best known and most innovative objectives-based assessment was
designed for the 1930s Eight- Year Study by Ralph Tyler and his associates to evaluate the effectiveness of a new curriculum for the Depression-era students crowd-

ing public schools (Gredler; Worthen, Sanders, and Fitzpatrick). The mandate for

student outcomes assessment came during the 1980s, growing out of President
Reagan's urgency to hold educational institutions accountable for student learning
and federal dollars. It continues as "No Child Left Behind" and other legislation
enforcing accountability edge upward from elementary and secondary schools to
colleges and universities.
38 Writing Center Assessment: Why and a Little How
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Along with the extensive time and energy student outcomes assessment will take
from the writing center focus of working one to one with students and the "math
anxiety" some of us may have to face, writing centers directors may be further put

off by the conservative tradition that spawned this accountability. Joan Mullin
quotes one objection to creating writing center accrediting teams that could be
extended to assessment generally: It "seems... like a sell-out to institutional practices from which we wish to remove ourselves" (8). The Reagan administration
vowed to clean up the mess left by the "1960s radicals" (Brittenham) by clarifying

and tightening federal control of education. In contrast, as discussed in several
writing center histories (Boquet; Carino), writing centers perceive ourselves as

birthed by the "1960s radicals." During our "glorious past" (Brittenham 534)
shared with composition programs, writing centers assumed the role of providing
access to students traditionally unable to attend college. The perception of writing

centers as nurturing, personally empowering, and concerned with fostering individual development remains today (Carino; Grimm; Summerfield).
Cleaning up the "mess" left by the "1960s radicals" required the Reagan administration to undertake two related conservative initiatives. One was to define and

objectify educational goals, to return education to the past "core of common stud-

ies" in the "culture and civilization of which [the Reagan administration assumed]
[students were] members" (Sims 46). The first initiative allowed simplistic and
skewed, but easily objectified, curricula such as that associated with "cultural liter-

acy" to come into vogue. The second initiative was the demand for accountability
from educational institutions. Armed with A Nation at Risk , the alarming report

about the sorry state of elementary and secondary schools that recommended
large-scale assessments for accountability, and To Strengthen Quality in Higher

Education , extending the discussion to colleges and universities, Secretary of
Education William Bennett pushed through some new criteria for regional accrediting agencies. These criteria required accrediting agencies to evaluate instruction-

al effectiveness. Large core curricula were also required by most regional
accrediting agencies. If they could not comply with the mandate for large-scale
assessments, colleges and universities were threatened with the loss of federal funds

(Nichols; Sims). From this brief history, it is easy to see how the positive notion of
"quality enhancement" as the primary goal of externally mandated assessment stat-

ed in the Virginia Commonwealth Assessment Plan, WEAVE , today can be confused with the negative notion of "mandated accountability."
In the late 1970s and early 1980s, before student outcomes assessment was man-

dated, a scattering of writing center researchers issued calls to evaluate student
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learning as a measure of writing center effectiveness.2 In a 1977-78 survey of 120

writing center directors (with 56 responding), Mary Lamb found that assessment
measures consisted primarily of use counts, satisfaction surveys, and pre- and postgrammar tests. She suggested that the exclusive use of these measures "reveal [s] a
limited self-definition, which may endanger the centers' continued existence" (70).

In a 1979 article, Nancy McCracken also criticized writing centers for relying
almost exclusively on use counts, course grades for students using the center, and
anecdotal responses from faculty members. She described pre-term and post-term
error analyses of writing samples to demonstrate her writing center's effectiveness

and "justify the lab's existence" (1). In a 1982 article, Janice Neulieb agreed with
McCracken's suggestion for pre- and post-tests of specific skills, such as proofread-

ing, but also recommended the collection and scoring of two writing samples, one
collected during a student's first visit to the center and the second collected during
the student's last visit of the semester.

Although discussions of assessment continue to appear in writing center journals,
only a few writing centers appear to have taken up the challenge to develop measures of student learning. Although we may doubt the validity of tests of skills in iso-

lation from text production and we resist the notion of the writing center as a
"grammar fix it" shop, we should take on the spirit, if not the practice, of these pio-

neers and go beyond our current reliance on use counts and satisfaction surveys for
assessment. As James Bell points out, use counts and satisfaction surveys are "time

honored methods," which are "necessary, but not sufficient [for assessment], for
quantity does not necessarily equal quality" ("When" 9).

Beginning an Assessment Plan
The Virginia Commonwealth Assessment Plan is intended to improve (formative assessment, an internal purpose), to prove (summative assessment, an external

purpose), and to inform (clarify what is occurring in a unit). Numerous sources

describe six characteristics of assessment, primarily as it is used for program
improvement:

• Pragmatic, intending to be formative and, hence, improve conditions for
student learning as well as summative and, hence, justify a program or serv-

ice (Allen; Bell "When"; Palomba and Banta; Program-Based ; WEAVE).
• Systematic, orderly, and replicable (Allen; Bell "When"; Program-Based;

WEAVE).
• Faculty-designed and led (Allen; Huba and Freed; Program-Based).
40 Writing Center Assessment : Why and a Little How
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• Multiply measured and sourced (Allen; Bell "When"; Huba and Freed;
Program-Based; WEAVE).
• Mission-driven (Huba and Freed; Program-Based).

• On-going and cumulative (Huba and Freed; Program-Based; WEAVE).
Most discussions of writing assessment are concerned primarily with the evaluation of programs, particularly composition programs. Since we do not award course

credit, writing centers are not "programs" but "educational support units"
(WEAVE). Our assessment plans are more like those of units responsible for supplemental instruction and other forms of academic support than those for English

department programs (See Simpson; Upcraft and Shuh). As with other support
units, our assessment focus is to determine how our activities contribute to the
accomplishment of the mission of our university and, like other units on campus,

writing centers should be assessed as much as possible according to "the outcomes

experienced by those [we] serve" (WEAVE 2). At Auburn, the English Center,
along with the other educational support units, is concerned with the University
goal of increasing retention.
Table 1 shows a procedure writing center directors might follow in developing a

student outcomes assessment plan (adapted from WEAVE and Program-Based). In
making suggestions for an assessment plan for writing centers, I will be concerned

with the first three steps and will summarize advice about conducting use counts
and designing and administering satisfaction surveys before speculating about how
to incorporate student outcomes into our assessment plan.
Developing an assessment plan begins with a writing center's mission statement
and, hence, requires consideration of the writing center's identity, goals, and aspi-

rations. Here is the first paragraph from the mission statement of Auburn
University's English Center:
The primary goal of the English Center (EC) is to offer tutorial services to students enrolled in English core courses at Auburn University.

The consultants in the EC help students learn all aspects of the composing process, from exploring ideas to developing strategies for proof-

reading the final document, and assist students in developing critical
reading skills. A secondary goal of the EC is to provide support for students from any course at Auburn University in which writing and read-

ing are required.

Based on its mission statement, the English Center is responsible for offering
tutoring services to students. Therefore, use counts and satisfaction surveys focus-

ing on those tutoring services are appropriate and necessary for assessment.
The Writing Center Journal Volume 26, No. 1 (2006) 41
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Table 1: Developing an Assessment Plan
Steps
1

.

Questions

Prepare

a

mission

statement

fo

center based on the services th
provides and aspires to provid
the

mission

statement

for

the

u

the mission statement for the unit that do?

supervises the writing center What does the supervisory unit expect the
center to do?

2. Develop goals, objectives, or intended edu- In what ways should the students who use
cational outcomes for the center. These the center's services develop as writers?

may include: What services does the center provide?

• Student outcomes statements-learning How many students should the cen
gains the users are expected to make held accountable for reaching each
• Use statements-number of students the What are the characteristics of the t
center should serve and other counts of users?

productivity What is a realistic level of satisfaction that
• Satisfaction statements-ratings of can be expected from users?

satisfaction with the center's services What services are most important for user
be satisfied with?

3. Determine appropriate assessment meth- How will the intended outcomes suggested

ods for the writing center. by the objectives be measured?
• Outcomes measures of student learning What data will be collected? From whom?

and development What are the expected findings?
• Counts relating to the use of the center's
services

• Satisfaction surveys of the center's
services

4. Conduct the assessment of the writing Who is responsible for designing and con-

center's services. ducting the assessment?
When should the assessment be conducted?
Who will receive the results?
When are the results due?

5. Analyze the results of the assessment and How effective are the services for increasing
draw conclusions about the results in terms student development as writers?

of outcomes and the current strengths and What else was discovered from the assess-

weaknesses of the writing center. ment?
How are these findings supported by the data
collected?

6. Use the results to bring about improve- What are the accomplishments-strengths-of
ments in the center's services. Use the the center?

results to demonstrate the effectiveness of What changes in procedures or administrative
the center in increasing students' develop- structures are suggested by the results?

ment as writers. Which operations need to be improved?
Adapted from:

Program-based Review and Assessment: Tools and Techniques for Program Improvement
University of Massach usetts-Amherst, Fall 2001 ; and WEAVE: A Quality Enhancement Gu
Academic Programs and Administrative and Educational Support Units. Virginia Commonw
University, April 2002.

42 Writing Center Assessment: Why and a Little How
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However, the English Center's mission statement also refers to a complex learning

outcome - the development of expertise in the composing processes. This goal can
be assessed by measuring enhanced efficiency and effectiveness in the strategies
students use in composing and improved quality of their written products.

The goals, objectives, or intended educational outcomes derived from the mission statement control the assessment process (see Huba and Freed). As Table 1
shows, three types are possible: student outcome statements, use statements, and
satisfaction statements. These goals, objectives, or intended educational outcomes
imply the need for multiple measures and sources: evaluations of student learning,
use counts, and satisfaction surveys, respectively. At present, according to discussions in The Writing Center Journal and The Writing Lab Newsletter , writing centers

depend heavily on use counts and satisfaction surveys to demonstrate effectiveness.

Because these important but incomplete assessments measures have been discussed
in our journals and other assessment research, I will present only brief summaries

here before moving to measures of student learning, which are more difficult to
develop.
Use Counts:

Use counts allow us to calculate the number of students who used our writing
center's services during a term, the courses students were from, the number of tuto-

rials held with a single student, the number of tutorials provided for students from

a particular teacher, the purpose of the tutorials, and any other aspect of writing

center services that can be singled out numerically (Bird; Kalikoff). A count of
repeated users seems particularly interesting as an indication not only of use but,
by implication, satisfaction.

The meaning of terms, such as "goals," "objectives," and "intended educational
outcomes" can vary somewhat across discussions of assessment. My use of "intend-

ed educational outcome" reflects the requirements of Auburn's Office of
Institutional Research and Assessment. For example, The English Center assessment plan has the following "intended educational outcome" regarding use counts:

"The number of one-to-one consulting sessions conducted each academic year will
remain steady." The "means of assessment and criteria for success" related to this
outcome is as follows:

Records of student use of the English Center's one-to-one consulting
sessions will be kept by the Coordinator. At least 3000 and no fewer
than 2000 consulting sessions should be conducted each academic year.
Use counts are important for summative assessment, but they do not evaluate the
quality of the services the students received.
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Satisfaction Surveys:
Satisfaction surveys can determine the attitudes of users toward writing center

services (Kalikoff; Kiedaisch and Dinitz; Leff; Paloma and Banta; Program-Based;
WEAVE). Sent by mail, administered through telephone calls or emails, or given
out in the center or in classes, these surveys consist of brief questionnaires aimed at
a target group that has used writing center services. Target groups may include stu-

dents, faculty members, alumni, and even writing center tutors. The items used on
the satisfaction surveys should relate to the administrative decisions under the writ-

ing center director's control and should include a general assessment of the benefits
of the writing center. These items may be developed through the assistance of focus

group interviews with targeted users {Ball State; Gredler; Program-Based).
Satisfaction surveys may be conducted immediately after a tutoring session or at

later dates (Bell "When"), including after grades are received (Morrison and
Nadeau). Satisfaction may be correlated with other variables, such as number of vis-

its (Carino and Enders).
In the English Center, we administer satisfaction surveys to students and to the
English Department faculty during late spring each year. We do not administer satisfaction surveys to students after each session because we found, as James H. Bell
suggests ("When"), that the results were too positive to be useful or believable. We
are currently moving from paper forms administered once a year, to students in ran-

domly selected freshman composition and world literature classes, to a yearly email

that surveys all students who have used our services and dumps student responses
into a website database where the results are calculated. Because of convenience and

the much smaller population, we will continue to measure faculty satisfaction with
a yearly paper survey. Appendix A contains the paper form of both surveys.

Our assessment plan has the following "intended educational outcome" about
faculty and student satisfaction: "Users will be satisfied with the English Center
services." The "means of assessment and criteria for success" are:

• The Coordinator of the English Center will conduct an annual survey of at
least 20 sections of students enrolled in ENGL 1100, 1120, 2200, and 2210.
At least 80% of the student who use the English Center services will agree
that the services are effective. No fewer than 70% of student users will rate

their satisfaction with the consulting services as average or above.

• The Coordinator of the English Center will conduct an annual survey of all
English Department teaching faculty. At least 80% of the faculty responding
to the survey will agree that English Center services are effective for their
44 Writing Center Assessment: Why and a Little How
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students. No fewer than 70% of faculty responding to the survey will rate
the effectiveness of English Center services as average or above.
Although they are a necessary part of any assessment plan for writing centers,
satisfaction surveys, like use counts, do not provide much direct information about
student learning.

Comparisons of Users and Students Who Did Not Use Writing
Center Services:

Institutional data and the data we collect can allow us to correlate the character-

istics of the students who have used writing center services with the same characteristics of those students who have not used the center's services or with the

general population. These measures of student use have not been discussed very
often in our journals. Only a few published studies (Lerner "Counting"; Magee;
Newman) compared the grades in composition of students using tutoring services

with those of students who did not use the services (See also Lerner "Writing
Center Assessment"). Both studies used SAT scores to level the effects of students'
entering abilities. In a later study further examining the conclusions from one of

the two comparison studies, however, Neal Lerner found that SAT scores did not

correlate with the grades in composition received by the students he selected
("Choosing"). However, with a large enough sample size, such assessment can provide important information. In fact, at Auburn, the Provost requested these comparisons as indicators of writing center effectiveness.

In the English Center, we have collected data to compare the "profile" of freshmen writing center users to the general freshmen "profile." The measures used to

develop the profiles were academic indicators identified in well-known studies of
student retention (Astin, What; Tinto). From a total of 3,709 freshmen enrolled at

Auburn for Fall Semester 2003, 791 (21%) used the English Center's services.
(This use statistic is higher than the other academic support services on campus.)

Table 2: Entrance Scores and Fall Semester GPAs and Composition
Grades for Freshmen Who Used the English Center Services and Those

Who Did Not

Used English Did Not Use
Center English Center Significance
SAT/ACT overall scores converted 23.31 24.65 .000
SAT

ACT
Fall

Verbal

scores

Verbal

528.85

scores

Semester

561.39

.000

24.56

.000

22.93

GPAs

2.92

2.66

.000

Fall Semester Composition Grades 3.00 2.90 .004
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As shown on Table 2, students who used the English Center services entered with
lower converted overall ACT/SAT scores and lower scores on the ACT/SAT ver-

bal sections than those who did not use the English Center services. However, at
the end of the Fall Semester, students who used the English Center services had
higher grades in composition and higher overall GPAs than those who did not use

English Center services. Although these findings do not indicate that English
Center use caused higher grades in composition, they do point to a correlation
between English Center use and higher academic achievement overall and in composition specifically. At Auburn, we plan to compute these correlations every three
years, relying on our Office of Institutional Research and Assessment for assistance.
In a study published in The Writing Center Journal, Beth Rapp Young and Barbara

A. Frizsche tested 206 students - 61 of whom were writing center users - to deter-

mine tendencies toward procrastination. They asked the students to select a major

writing assignment that they could be tracked on and collected additional data
about the students, including their responses to a Writing Behaviors Assessment
where students reported prewritdng, writing, and revision behaviors for the writing

assignment and the students' grades on the selected assignments, GPAs, and course
grades. Young and Fritzsche found that 38% of the 206 students procrastinated on

the selected major assignment but that students who used the writing center or
received feedback from other sources started their writing earlier and were more

satisfied with their writing behaviors than those who did not receive feedback.
Although these findings do not show that writing center use causes less procrastination, they point to a correlation between writing center use and starting writing

assignments early. The researchers suggest that these findings indicate the effectiveness of their writing center. This project was funded by an IWCA Research
Grant, showing the close connection between assessment and research.

Adding Student Outcomes to Our Assessment Plans:
As previously stated, since the 1970s, we have been challenged by some writing
center colleagues to include measures of student learning in our assessment plans.
Without measuring student learning, our effectiveness is invisible, buried in the
assessments of the writing programs we serve. Further, assessments of student
learning are most related to research - incorporating previous research, providing
topics and questions, and leading to further research - or adding to our common
store of writing center knowledge themselves. Student outcomes also define the
boundaries of our practice and provide the substance for daily reflection. Although
the potential benefits of assessing student learning seem clear, the development and
implementation of an assessment plan for writing centers can be difficult. This sec46 Writing Center Assessment : Why and a Little How
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don is highly speculative in its discussion of a well-known assessment framework
and a methodology that might provide a conceptual means for developing measures
of student learning.

As Lerner points out ("Writing Center Assessment"), Alexander Astin's talent
development model provides a useful framework to measure student learning for
writing centers because of the focus on cognitive growth rather than simply on the

achievement of some minimum competency. In the talent development model,
assessment focuses "on changes or improvements in students' development from
entry to exit" (Jacobi, Astin, and Ayala iv) (see also Astin "Assessment"; Assessment).

Because outcomes are highly dependent on the entering competences of students,
it is impossible to determine whether single-shot outcomes reflect the impact of a
program or service. Rather than single testing, entry and exit measures (pre- and
post-tests), with some definable experiences between the two, are important. Astin

refers to the talent development model as an I-E-O model for assessment. In this
model, "I" refers to "inputs," the characteristics of students when they enter a class

or begin a learning experience; "E" refers to "environment," the experiences provided by the educational treatment; and "O" refers to "outcomes," the characteristics of students after the educational treatment. Astin's model encourages pre- and

post-test comparisons based on identifiable educational experiences (see also
Simpson).

Catherine A. Palomba and Trudy W. Banta, well-known assessment experts,
argue for the importance of emphasizing progress rather than relying exclusively
on single-shot outcomes. As they say, "assessing outcomes implies a finality; assess-

ing progress suggests there is time and opportunity to improve" ( Assessment
Essentials , 5; see also Banta, "Summary"). I would add that assessing progress shows
whether or not improvement has occurred. The talent development model can lead
to direct assessment of student learning as measured by performance. Unlike multiple-choice tests measuring discrete factual knowledge, performance assessment is
concerned with "finding out if students use their knowledge effectively to reason

and solve problems" (Huba and Freed 13).
To the talent development model with its concern for assessing growth in performance, we can add research from the 1980s that incorporates pre- and post-tests

of writing quality and that considers the development of expert composing processes. The rest of this section will discuss some applications of that research.

Pre- and Post-Tests of Writing Quality:
In an extensive review of research about the relationship of writing center use
and writing improvement, Casey Jones describes several empirical studies, using
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quantitative measures, comparing the quality of written products and other outcomes. Some of the studies that Jones reviews are experimental-control comparisons of the performances of writing center users with those of other students on
campus. Other studies in Jones' review use pre- and post-tests to determine growth

in writing ability. For example, Jones describes a 1985 study comparing pre- and
post-essays of students who failed composition courses and were assigned to the
writing center to improve their skills (David and Bubloz, described in Jones). In
another study described in Jones' review, grades given by the same panel of instructors before and after students participated in writing center tutorials were compared

(Bennett described in Jones). Both studies showed that students who used writing
center services produced better products. Luke Niiler's 2003 and 2005 articles published in The Writing Lab Newsletter also used a pre- and post-test method for assess-

ment. In these fairly recent studies, arguing for "the statistical analysis of writing

center outcomes" ("The Numbers" 6), Niiler first collected clean copies of essays
that students wanted to revise for higher grades, and then after the students had

used writing center services to revise their drafts, he again collected clean copies.
According to the trained tutors (in the 2003 study) and trained faculty members (in
the 2005 study) who rated the drafts, the writing improved significantly in each cat-

egory rated.
James H. Bell's analysis of students' revisions across drafts paired with the strategies that tutors of these students used in conferences offers another type of pre- and

post-comparison ("Research"). In two related studies, Bell audiotaped conferences
and collected drafts reviewed in these conferences and final versions submitted for

grading. He classified the changes made as "Surface" or "Text-Based" according to
a taxonomy developed by Lester Faigley and Stephen Witte. He also described the
tutoring roles according to T. J. Reigstad's "typology of tutoring" (11). In the first

study, Bell reviewed audiotaped conferences conducted by peer tutors and found
that most of the revisions showing up in later drafts were made during the confer-

ences. Hence, with so much editing done during the conferences, he could not

assess the effectiveness of writing center conferences in teaching students to
become better writers on their own. In the second study, Bell reviewed conferences
conducted by a professional tutor. He found that, although peer tutors were more
likely to edit students' drafts, the professional tutor was more likely to teach the stu-

dents how to make the changes themselves. The professional tutor also made many

more macrolevel suggestions, while peer tutors were more concerned with
microlevel changes. Based on the revisions the students made to the drafts after the

writing center conferences had ended, Bell concluded that the conferences with the
48 Writing Center Assessment : Why and a Little How
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professional tutor taught the students new writing strategies they were able to
apply to improve drafts after they left the writing center. Hence, the results of the

second study demonstrated the effectiveness of Bell's writing center. Interestingly,

Bell's two studies are described in an article classified as a "research report," once
again pointing to the overlap between research and assessment.

Development of Expert Composing Processes:
Along with considerations of writing quality, writing center student outcomes
assessments may also evaluate changes in the skills and strategies that students use
as they move from novice to expert writers (or not). These assessments incorporate

qualitative as well as quantitative measures of development. As Lester Faigley and

his associates point out in their 1985 book about writing assessment at the
University of Texas, researchers have described composing strategies important for

expert writing. In a more recent discussion of composing process research, Paul

Prior identifies several ways of eliciting writers' accounts of their composing
processes. Although not without problems, one method, retrospective accounts of
composing, may allow us to glimpse the strategies students employ while writing
particular texts.

Appendix B provides a table adapted from Faigley and his associates' review of
expert and novice composing behaviors. It is commonly agreed that expert knowl-

edge is more likely to be organized around general concepts and principles rather
than random facts. Experts are likely to perceive patterns among pieces of information and recall relevant information more quickly than novices. Therefore, they

are able to spend more time on nonroutine issues ("Cognitive Science"). If our
writing center services are effective, we can expect our student users to develop
more expert - focused and flexible - composing behaviors over time. The behaviors identified in Appendix B should change accordingly. (See Nancy Sommers and

Laura Saltz for a discussion of novice-expert writing growth among 400 Harvard
freshmen.) Faigley and his associates describe three instruments for prompting ret-

rospective accounts of composing. These instruments use retrospective accounts to
identify development of more expert composing strategies across a term or longer.

They are the Process Log, the Self-Evaluation Questionnaire, and Pre-Term and
Post-Term Interviews. To provide data about development, these instruments can
be used throughout a particular time period with a randomly selected group of
students.

The Process Log is a set of questions that students respond to at different times

during the composing process. Each question relates to the knowledge of certain
composing processes. For example, before a student begins drafting an assignment,
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we might ask questions that tap into the student's previous experience with the topic

and the type of writing (How much do you know about the topic? Have you ever
written a paper like this one before?) and his typical strategies for composing (How
will you begin writing? Will you make an outline? Just start writing?). After the stu-

dent has completed a first draft, we might ask him to reflect on the changes that

occurred in his initial impressions (Have your ideas about the topic changed since
you started the assignment?). After the paper is turned in for grading, we might ask
the student to reflect back on the changes he made to the draft and to his usual writ-

ing process in completing this task.

An addendum to the Process Log, the Self-Evaluation Questionnaire is given
after the students have completed a particular writing assignment. It asks them to

reflect on the task just completed (What are the most successful things in your
paper? What parts of the composing process were easier than in the past? What
parts were more difficult?). Pre-Term and Post-Term interviews allow a comparison of attitudes and knowledge about composing at the beginning of the term or an

academic year with those at the end. The same questions about knowledge of good
writing (What is good writing?) and about the procedures typically used to compose

effectively (What do good writers do when they write?) can be asked both times.
The questions asked in the three process instruments are likely to increase students'

awareness of their composing processes and, hence, encourage reflection and
enhance writing development. These process assessment tools are learning strategies as well.
The use of qualitative as well as quantitative methods of data collection not only
makes assessment appear a little more friendly to those of us without training in sta-

tistics but also broadens the range of what can be assessed as development
(Simpson). For example, retrospective accounts focus on the cognitive growth of
individuals rather than the statistical comparisons of pre- and post- tests. Although
quantitative measures can provide "big picture" views of writing center effective-

ness, qualitative measures can allow us to focus on cases. In addition, although
quantitative measures are important for many kinds of assessment, both perform-

ance measures and the talent development framework allow for qualitative measures. Michael Patton, M. Lee Upcraft and John H. Schuh describe the benefits of
qualitative sampling methods as providing "focus in depth" (56). They describe 15
different sampling approaches to identify "rich cases" through "purposeful sampling" (Patton in Upcraft and Schuh). Three of these sampling approaches seem
particularly relevant for writing center assessment:
50 Writing Center Assessment: Why and a Little How
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• Homogeneous sampling brings together a small group of similar students.
These students may be interviewed in focus groups.

• Typical case sampling leads to the development of individual "profiles" for
a few students who most frequently use writing center services.

• Critical case sampling leads to the development of "profiles" for the most
underprepared or difficult students. As Upcraft and Shuh point out, this
sampling method is based on the assumption that "if it happens there, it can

happen anywhere" (57).
Selecting a few cases for assessment, writing center directors can put together
portfolios of student responses for assessment of growth toward increased expert-

ise in writing (See Black; Gredler; White "Portfolios"). As Kathryn Yancy and Liz
Hamp-Lyons point out in their separate articles, portfolios represent the "third"
generation in writing assessment. Although they are not without their limitations

(and Hamp-Lyon speculates about the characteristics of "fourth generation" writing assessment), portfolios have become assessment staples for writing programs,
and they may include more than students' drafts and reflections. For example,
Cathie Scott and Carolyn Plumb describe portfolio assessment of a writing intensive program in their engineering college. The portfolios they describe contain
writing produced for engineering courses and for the workplace, summaries of
interviews with students about their attitudes toward writing and the assistance
they have received, background data from student records such as SAT scores,
course grades, GPAs, process logs, entry and exit essays describing the composing
process and assessing their writing abilities, and syllabi from their courses. This
information provides "thick description" of each student case.

In the English Center, several tutors and I have been experimenting to develop

measures of student learning. Recently, we developed a brief survey based on
research by Faigley and his associates to identify changes in the composing process-

es of students who used our services. (See Appendix C for the survey items.) We
administered the survey to students enrolled in the first freshman composition
course at the beginning of Fall Semester 2004 and to students enrolled in the second freshman composition course at the end of Spring Semester 2005. Problems
with the survey and its administration precluded usable assessment data, but we
learned some important things from this "pilot."3

According to their responses, most students who used the English Center,
whether they were at the beginning of their freshmen year or at the end, reported

that they spent more time planning than proofreading. Of 47 usable responses to
this item across both administrations of the survey, 3 3 students rated proofreading
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as the least time-consuming, and 2 1 rated planning as the most time-consuming.
This finding was not what we predicted. In addition, when questioned about the
audience and purpose for their essays, students typically indicated that they were
writing for a "general audience" or the "teacher" and in many cases gave a one-word

response for their purpose or a very general phrase, "to solve the problem of
teenage drinking." No change in specificity occurred across the year, again not the
finding we were expecting. We plan to revise the survey and conduct another pilot
after we learn more about what goes on in our tutorials.

Our future plans combine assessment with a large-scale research project the
tutors and I are planning. The research project along with the information we collect routinely from students should provide data sufficient to construct portfolios
for some students who use our services frequently. As part of the larger research
study, using data collection techniques similar to those in Thonus's studies, we plan

to videotape as many consulting sessions as we can without disrupting use of the
Center, scan or copy drafts and notes students bring to the session or develop there,

and administer satisfaction surveys to both the tutor and the student at the end of
each session. We plan to videotape our routine users several times during the year,
and we can retrieve descriptive information about the sessions not videotaped from

a recently developed, elaborate database of information about all the sessions conducted in the Center. Because many of our frequent users are underprepared, we

will use both typical case sampling and critical case sampling as described by
Upcraft and Schuh. At the end of the academic year, we intend to code the videotapes according to the level of sophistication in conversations about composing. We

have begun to develop a coding scheme based on the questions used in Faigley and
his associates' Process Log and Self-Evaluation Questionnaire along with traces of
expertise identified in Appendix B. We also intend to evaluate changes in drafts
according to the "Surface" and "Text-Based" distinctions that Bell used in his study.

If we find that students who use our services frequently or students who are the
most underprepared for freshman composition increase their expertise in the composing process or improve the quality of their writing, we will be able to begin an

assessment plan based on student outcomes.

Conclusion
In this essay, I have attempted to describe some benefits beyond the requirement
for accountability and to outline a tentative plan for externally mandated writing

center assessment. My purpose has been to discuss one conceptual framework, not
to offer a template for assessment or exclude the possibility of other equally prom52 Writing Center Assessment : Why and a Little How
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ising conceptual frameworks. This essay intends to provide an impetus for developing assessment plans to measure student learning in writing centers. By taking
up the challenge to develop student outcomes assessment plans, we - and those we
serve - can reap the benefits.

Even though he is concerned that testing for assessment is "a cynical manipula-

tion of the public desire to see better writing in schools at little cost" ("The
Changing," 1 1 1), Ed White praises the scholarship about assessment as "creative
and varied" and adds that "it has become impossible to be an informed teacher of
writing in the twenty-first century and remain uninformed about writing assess-

ment" ("The Changing," 110). Further, as White, William D. Lutz, and Sandra
Kamusikiri say, assessment "helps determine what programs are approved and
offered, who receives opportunity, who gains power and privilege, and who is successful" (1). Assessment determines the predominant values in society by identifying those who should be rewarded (See also White "Power"). It is also an important
influence on disciplinary change and formation.

Extending the possible influence of assessment on curriculum development and
social change even further, John Trimbur believes that writing is the common cul-

ture conservative politicians have searched for in their focus on "cultural literacy."
Pointing out that external assessors seem content that students simply "appreciate"
literature while at the same time requiring demonstration of writing skills, Trimbur

argues that writing is a powerful tool for social harmony:

[Literacy - particularly the ability to write - is being called on to pro-

vide a common means of communication in a divided culture, to promote national economic recovery, and to explain the success and failure

of individuals in a class society. (48)

For Trimbur, the power of writing to shape ideology is reflected in the need to
measure it.

Externally mandated assessment is a professional responsibility for writing center directors. This requirement for accountability can also become an impetus for

change, a vehicle for testing established practices and conducting meaningful
research, and a means for gaining as well as using power. Assessment can bring
opportunities as well as accountability for writing centers.
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Appendix A: Student and Faculty Satisfaction Surveys
STUDENT SURVEY - ENGLISH CENTER SERVICES

Please take a few minutes and answer the following questions as completely as you can. Then
return the form to your teacher.

1. How many times have you used the English Center services since you have been at Auburn?

How

many

2.

you

If

Other

3.

4.

hav

reasons:

If

How

with

t

1

yes,

would
being

w

yo

"no

one-to-one tutoring Not satisfied 12 3 4 5 Very satisfied
hotline Not satisfied 12 3 4 5 Very satisfied
website Not satisfied 12 3 4 5 Very satisfied
electronic "chat" Not satisfied 12 3 4 5 Very satisfied
Please

5.

explain

If

the

your

you

ratings:

have

tutor's

composite

work

competen

rating

for

Knowledgeable Not knowledgeable 12 3 4 5 Very knowledgeable
Tactful and considerate Not tactful / considerate 12 3 4 5 Very tactful / considerate
Answered questions Did not answer questions 12 3 4 5 Answered questions well
Overall, how well do you think the English Center tutor helped you improve your writing?

Not at all 1 2 3 4 5 Very much
Please

6.

explain

If

your

you

ratings:

have

any

fu

Yes

Explain:

7. What types of services would you like for the English Center to offer?
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FACULTY SURVEY - ENGLISH CENTER SERVICES
To assess the effectiveness of the English Center services, I would appreciate your responses to
the items below. When you have finished the survey, please put the form in Isabelle Thompson's

mailbox in HC 9030 by April 1 6, 2004.
Whether you fill out the survey or not, I am very interested in your suggestions about how to make

the English Center better. Please feel free to send me an email (thompis@auburn.edu), call me on
the phone (4-5749), or stop me in the hall. In addition, I want to invite you to visit the Center

sometime when you are in the 3100 quadrant.
1 . Have you referred students (either in writing with the referral forms or orally) to the Center?
Yes

2.

If

ness

yes,
of

how

the

ef

assist

tive."

Not very effective 1 2 3 4 5 Very effective
Comments:

Did
Center?

you

Yes

Comments:

Did

you

English
Yes

Comments:

3. If you did not refer students to the English Center, why not?

What courses do you teach? Check all that app
ENGL

ENGL

1100

2200

Name

(optional)
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Appendix B: Expert vs. Novice Composing Behaviors
Expert Behaviors Novice Behaviors
General

•

More

General

knowledge

of

composin

and content of composing task composing process
• Less apprehension about writing • Not much knowledge of composing strategies
• More apprehension about writing

Planning and Setting Goals Planning and Setting Goals

• Spends time planning and goal setting • Often does not plan; just begins writing
• Plans related to rhetorical situation • Generates goals based on topic
• Plans revised during composing
• Can develop a variety of different plans-top

down as well as bottom up

Generating Content Generating Content

• Generates more content than needed and • Has difficulty generating
then prunes

• Uses both goal-directed and spontaneously • Use primarily spontaneously associated

associated memory search memory search
Organizing Organizing

• Organizes according to the subject-matter • O
and audience

Drafting
•

Writes

Drafting
first-draft

straight

through

errors

Revising
•

Makes

structure

•

Does

not

Revising

changes
level

related

to

content

concerns

proofread

until

content

and

str

ture determined

• Makes fewer revisions because spends
more time planning

Adapted from Faigley and his associates.
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Appendix C: Student Survey Questions
Are you enrolled in ENGL 1 1 20? If so, I would like to ask for your help in assessing the current

services we offer in the English Center so that we can improve the assistance we give you. All you
have to do is fill in the following information. This information will be used for the assessment of

our services, not for assessing your ability as a writer. Your teacher will not have access to this

questionnaire.
1

.

Have

you

ever

used

the

English

Center

services

before?

Yes

If "yes," approximately how many tim
student at Auburn? Check the item th

2. How many times have you visited the English Ce

assignment?

If you have visited the English Center more than once for this assignm

types of assistance the consultants have given you.

Did you incorporate the advice the consultant gave you?
on

the

advice?

3.

Rega

lowing
Who

is

the

What

4.

audience

is

your

for

this

writing

purpose

Regardless

ing

assignment?

or

thesis?

of

composing

ENGL

1

120.

consuming

In

whether

tasks

the

task,

acc

blan

with

4

before writing)

5. If you have used the English Center services more than 1 time, do

learned here has helped you compose more efficiently?
yes
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